
        
            
                
            
        

    






Dedication
For all of my State Street kids, who climbed on a bus with Huel and me, served people around the country, started the rumpus, danced to Volcanoland, and dyed my heart the color of love!
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Chapter 1
IT’S a thirteen-minute walk from my house to the Clip-N-Save parking lot, but I don’t care if it takes a year. Dad has the day off.
I’ve been to this shopping strip plenty of times. There’s a bench I like to sit on here. It’s in front of the army recruiter store. Technically, Army Recruitment Center. But they buy people—people like me, so store it is.
I’ve still never been inside.
My older brother, Ben, joined the day he was eligible. Mom and I walked him down here, but I sat outside on this bench. They met with the recruiter, signed on the dotted line, and Ben went off to boot camp instead of Rickman Community College. And left me to deal with Charles Lennox’s beer bottles and fists.


“I’ve seen you here before,” a voice says from behind me.
“Yeah,” I say, and swivel on the bench to face a man in army wear.
“You thinking about joinin’ up?” He’s not a hick, but from his accent, he definitely grew up somewhere near here. Tennessee is hard to get rid of.
Yes. No. I wish I could. I can’t today. “Too young,” I say.
“And your name?” he says, as though he’s taking mental notes.
“Bodee Lennox.”
He shakes my hand and doesn’t do the crush all your bones thing that Ben always does. I like him for this right away.
“I’m Lieutenant Williams,” he says, as he points to the patch with his last name. “And, Bodee Lennox, from the size of you, you can’t lack much till you’re eighteen. What are you, six-two?”
“Six-one,” I say. Which most people don’t notice. Mom says it’s because I walk with my hands in my pockets and my shoulders rolled forward; I say it’s because Dad started beating the crap out of my tall when I was five. “I’ve got two years and some change before I graduate,” I tell the lieutenant.
“Your parents know you’re interested?”
“Nope.” Because I can’t be interested. I sit here because it’s next to the cheapest way out of town. And some days I need the reminder there’s any way out, even if I can’t take it.
Lieutenant Williams props one black boot on my bench and leans toward me. I bet he’s done this a million times to guys like me.
“It’s a big decision, but it can take you places,” he says.
“I know.”
I’ve lain in bed plenty of nights thinking about those places. Anywhere. Nowhere. Somewhere I won’t find one of Mom’s punched-out teeth on the floor of the kitchen. Somewhere I’m not the one who plays EMT after Dad buries a bottle in her skin. Somewhere I don’t wake up with his hands around my throat.
“I’ve thought about it a lot,” I tell him.
“You sound like you want to get out of Rickman.”
“Doesn’t everybody?” I ask, and am immediately frustrated that I’ve extended the conversation. Lieutenant Williams is interrupting my bench time. I didn’t come here to talk.
“Not exactly,” the lieutenant says. “Most of the people round here are kin to trees or something.”
I raise an eyebrow.
“They’re rooted,” he says, sliding both hands into his pockets as if he’s given up on signing anyone ever again.
“I’m not.”
And this is a lie. Mom and I aren’t just rooted, we’re cemented, concreted, and chained to Dad. We—Mom, Ben, and me—tried to leave him once, and he almost killed us. Not the way kids at school might say a roller coaster or a wild car ride almost killed them. Like dead. The real dead way.
I guess almost dying still counts. It kills things like strength and belief and will and hope. Now, Mom’s as broken as an old horse. She doesn’t buck Dad. And I don’t buck her.
The lieutenant smiles and winks. “No pretty girl to write home to?”
“There’s a pretty girl . . .”
“And . . .”
“There’s no and.” Out in the world, at school, I don’t talk. Because Exhibit A, I’m the son of Charles Lennox. And Exhibit B, there’s nothing I can offer the girl I like.
“From the look on your face, there is definitely an and.”
I tug at one of the loose threads in the fraying knee of my jeans. “Nope.”
“Right. Well, you should figure it out if you enlist. Boot camp and deployment are lonely without letters. Especially without ones from pretty girls.”
Life is lonely, man. “Thanks,” I say, trying to will him away from my bench.
He doesn’t go. I sit in awkward silence while he continues to lean toward me, clasping his hands together every couple of seconds. I crack my knuckles and then grip the Clip-N-Save plastic sack with my lunch. If he won’t go, I guess I will.
“Nice talking to you, Lieutenant.”
He opens one of his Velcro pockets and hands me his card with four million social network ways to reach him. “Come back and see me when you finish school.”
“I will,” I say, even though I know I won’t.
It’s time to change benches.






Chapter 2
LUCKY for me there are two other benches in town: one at the bus station and one by the river. Of course, there are a ton of benches, but these plus the one at the Clip-N-Save are the ones I call mine. Last night was awful, so I knew this would be a two-bench day even before the lieutenant interrupted my peace and quiet. Since it’s the closest, I walk to the bus station.
The station is old and smells like dirty pavement and people who haven’t showered. And Cheetos. Bus Station Odor is not exactly a scent to bottle and sell, but I like it. Hope smells bad and good at the same time. I take another whiff: cigarette smoke. A bus must be unloading. Yep, one en route to Panama City, Florida.
I run my hand over the worn wood before I sit down and flick away a pile of crumbs. This bench is against the side wall of the station, so I can lean back and watch the buses unload and reload. I say reload because the passengers get off and then get back on after a smoke and a vending machine run. Passengers don’t stay in Rickman.
I’ve thought about buying a ticket fifty-seven times—I actually counted—because that’s how many times I’ve watched a bus pull away since I turned fifteen more than a year ago. According to the rule, you have to be fifteen to travel alone.
There’s a bus leaving in twenty minutes. I’d still have time to buy a ticket, but I don’t move.
Thirty smokers and bathroom-goers mill around me. And I pretend I am one of them.
“You got a light?” someone asks.
I’ve been asked this at least once before each of those fifty-seven buses pulled away. Which is why I bought a new lighter at the Clip-N-Save this morning.
“Sure,” I say. Then I flick my Bic like an expert and inhale with the man who has trenches on his face instead of wrinkles, and a shirt so thin I can see the hair on his chest through the fabric.
“Thanks,” he says. “Too long between smokes.”
I don’t ask how long, but I smile at him. Which is clearly not something he’s used to, because he pats down his pockets and squints hard at me.
“Where you headin’?” the man asks.
“Nowhere,” I say.
“That’s the only place this bus goes, boy,” he says, and drifts away toward the vending machine.
Here, I’m always boy. If it’s late at night, a grandmother-like lady will say, “Boy, does your mother know where you are?” Or if I hand some guy a quarter for the Coke machine, he’ll say, “Boy, I really appreciate that.” I like it. Boy isn’t said with the same snarl my dad uses. We boys aren’t cowards for staying with mothers who won’t leave their fathers.
If they start calling me man, I’m in trouble.
Of the benches, this one’s my favorite. Because no one joins the army anymore, at least not while I’m watching. (Except Ben.) And no one drags a raft and a sack down to the Cumberland to float away. God, I’d love to see some runaways pull off a decent Huck and Jim. Freakin’ heroes. But people do get on buses going to nowhere.
And I envy the hell out of them.
I light three more cigarettes and give my lighter away to a construction worker in need of it before a girl getting off the bus catches my eye. I’m not sure girl is the right word. She’s older than me, but not by too much. I don’t know whether to stare at her hair (green) or her feet (motorcycle boots) or one of the many silver chains that connect this to that on her jacket. Instead, I stare at her mouth, which is open in a yawn followed by a smile, and is perhaps the largest mouth I’ve ever seen. But beautiful. Because the size of her mouth is the size of her smile.
She face-plants off the top step of the bus.
I’m beside her before she hits the ground. Well, almost. Unlike everyone else in the station. Nothing fazes these people. You do a hit of cocaine, steal a baby, or get run over by the bus itself, and they wouldn’t leave the bathroom line.
“Are you okay?” I ask, squatting beside her and touching her arm.
I expect her to shrug me off, but instead, she comes up laughing. Deep. Rich. That mouth open wide enough to stuff an entire pack of cigarettes in at the same time.
“Holy hell,” she says, and lets me help her up.
I repeat the question.
She dusts her knees, still laughing, and says, “Nothing a Mountain Dew won’t cure.”
I’m the one who puts a dollar twenty-five into the vending machine. She sits on my bench and I sit beside her, handing over the Mountain Dew. As if the cure for falling off a bus is green sugar the exact color of her hair.
I mention this and then feel stupid.
“You like it?” she asks, spiking the front into a faux hawk, which doesn’t stay, but limps down over her forehead.
I nod. And I’m not lying.
While she inhales her drink, she says more about nothing than I’ve said in my entire life. Where do all those words come from? It’s as if she’s got them stored in her boots or something. And how can she share so freely? We’ve been together for maybe five minutes, and I feel like I know more about her than anyone at school. I can’t help but be drawn in by her, and so I scoot closer, as if osmosis might make this chatty-happy-being-comfortable trait rub off on me.


“You don’t talk much,” she says after I have answered every question with a nod.
I search for something to say. “Where’re you going?” I ask, expecting one of the next dozen bus stops. Huntsville. Birmingham. Montgomery. Or, if she’s going north, Bowling Green. Louisville. Indianapolis. Even Chicago.
“Don’t know yet. You want to come?” she asks playfully.
Her accent is hard to place. Want to sounds like a southern wanna, but come sounds like California or somewhere west.
I nod again, mesmerized by the way she moves her hands and animates her face. She’s . . . she’s . . . a magnetic force of a girl. Not the kind of girl I want to date; the kind of girl I would want to do something crazy with. Something brave.
“Well, if you’re coming with me, you better know how to use the mouth God gave you. Guy-Who-Only-Nods, I’m Gerry.” She’s joking about me coming along, but there’s clearly an expectation that the guy who peeled her off the concrete and bought her caffeine can actually talk.
“I . . . sorry.” I crack my knuckles and take a deep breath.
Why is this so hard? When for once, in a very long time, I feel like I want to talk.
Gerry extends her hand toward mine and rescues me. “And you are?”
“Bodee Lennox,” I say, and her hand is in mine.
This moment happens slowly and with eye contact. Blue on brown. Head to head. Green on blond. Talking alien to silent alien.


“No shit,” she whispers.
Her sweaty hand slides away from mine and into her back pocket. She opens up a man’s trifold wallet, which doesn’t exactly go with her skinny jeans, and flashes me her license.
I read. Geraldine Lennox. Eighteen. Fresno, California. And note she does not look punk-gypsy in her picture. She looks entirely different.
Which I tell her.
She laughs. Not quite as big as when she fell off the bus, but close. “You can say that again.”
“You look different,” I say.
“You, Bodee Lennox, are adorable.”
No one has ever accused me of being adorable. I feel as if someone lit a campfire inside my cheeks. But I don’t take my eyes off Gerry.
There must be hundreds of Lennoxes in the world, but I’ve never met any besides my family. I certainly haven’t bought them Mountain Dews. “This is a little bit crazy,” I mumble, wondering what this coincidence means.
Because it definitely means something. Square in the middle of our difference is sameness. And the alien seems to know this is no random meeting, too. Her eyes are wickedly wide and kind. Ready.
“You don’t know the half of it,” she says.
And before I know it, my hand is in my back pocket, reaching for my wallet.
“What’s your ticket say?” I ask.


Gerry points at the LED runner on the bus. Panama City.
I stand up.
“Hey, where you going?” she asks.
“To buy a ticket.”
She nods as if this is normal, as if it’s a given for all guys she meets at bus stations.
She can’t hear the jackhammers pounding on the cement of my quiet personality or the chains of fear breaking in my head, but I can. This is my chance to change. Gerry is a girl who can face-plant and come up laughing, and I’m a guy who needs a how-to manual on that.
Dad’ll kill me if he finds out.
But I’ll die here if I don’t go.






Chapter 3
PANAMA City is expensive. I don’t have a hundred and forty dollars, one way, so I fork over fifty-one dollars for a round trip ticket to what I’m sure is the finest vending machine in Huntsville, Alabama.
I’m not leaving town; I’m taking a break. It’s all I can afford, monetarily and emotionally.
Gerry sticks her head halfway through the front door of the station. “Hey, Nods-a-Lot”—she waves at me—“I’m saving us a seat.”
“Be right there,” I say.
The man behind the counter takes my money, but reluctantly hands over the ticket to Huntsville. His eyes flick toward the door. “Nothing good ever happens on a bus,” he warns.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I say, hoping that’s not their business slogan.
Rolling my ticket into a half circle, I exhale a cloud of questions. This is the part where I should change my mind about going. One, this is a waste of fifty or sixty bucks, which is practically a million in my world. Two, if Dad finds out, he’ll go ballistic. And three, as previously established, this is crazy.
But God, I need this. I know that I do.
So, even though spontaneity is not part of my personality, I am going to get on that damn bus.
And I do.
Dad can’t control everything.
Gerry waves at me when I board. I make my way to the back of the bus, past all the people who asked for a light and a quarter. The smell in this hallway-size space is an uncomfortable, contained version of the station, plus some additional toilet fumes. I’m glad I couldn’t afford Panama City.
When I reach Gerry, she shuffles her backpack and stuffed bear out of my seat to the floor and says, “Here you are.”
“Yeah,” I say, and drop into the blue captain’s seat beside her.
She turns sideways (in the space I can barely fit both knees), pulls one leg under her, and leans against the bus window.
Nervously, I swipe my hair across my forehead, knowing it will fall back and cover my face. “Yeah,” I repeat, because Gerry is comfortable with staring.
While my eyes dart from the seat back in front of me to her, and then again, to the seat back, she asks, “You do this a lot? Follow girls onto buses?”
“No,” I say.
“Well . . . I’m not an ax murderer, so you’re in good shape.”
“I know that,” I say.
“No”—her blue eyes intensify—“you don’t.”
“Then, I guess you’ve got between here and Huntsville to kill me,” I say.
I can joke about this, because I’m feeling a magical connection between us. It doesn’t make sense, but I know Gerry’s as harmless as the stuffed bear beside her bag.
“Why not come all the way to Panama with me?” she asks.
“School on Monday. And I can’t afford to go any farther.” The bus rolls out of the parking lot. There’s movement beneath me. Wheels on pavement. Announcements about travel time to Huntsville. “But I’m on the bus,” I say, still a bit shocked at this simple truth.
“With me.” She gives a little squeal of delight and then leans toward me and says, “The last guy who sat there filled jelly doughnuts for a living. Can you imagine? And get this, he was thin as a rail and allergic to sugar. What about you, Bodee My-Same-Last-Name, what do you do?”
She doubles her staring power.
“Um,” I stall. “I go to school.”
There’s no way I can tuck my legs under me, but I swivel to face her. She has six earrings in her right ear, which look like a row of bridesmaids to a diamond-stud bride. There is also a tiny sparkle stud on her nose beside a scratch she received from the face-plant.
Gerry breaks eye contact and says, “I loved school.”
Makes sense. So far, I can’t imagine Gerry hating anything.
“Any reason in particular?” I ask.
She thinks about this for a minute and then says, “I got to see my friends.”
“And now you don’t?” I ask.
“College.”
It’s April. Why isn’t she in college right now? I think most schools go through May. But what do I know about college?
“So . . . you’re just on a bus,” I say.
“So are you.” She looks around suspiciously. “And so are all of these people.”
I don’t respond. Which is one of those things I can do because silence, unlike staring, doesn’t bother me.
Finally, Gerry says, “Will your parents be pissed?”
Now I mimic her earlier action, scanning the bus. “Not unless they’re on here.”
“Seriously.” She giggles and shoves me. “Are you going to get in trouble for this?”
“If my dad finds out.”
She reaches down to the knee of my jeans and rips one of the threads away. “That doesn’t sound good.”
“Nope.”
Gerry leans back against the window, closes her eyes, and says, “You have bruises. I saw them when you helped me up.”
And there it is, out in the open just like that. Gerry can call it what it is, but I’m still not ready.
“Listen, Bodee-Bus-Station-Boy.” She opens her eyes again. “You can say whatever you want to me because you’ll never see me again. If you want to talk to someone, that is. You can call me your perfect stranger.”
Maybe it’s the boy that does it, or that she knows I need a safe zone, but I tell her five words without thinking. “O-kay, my dad beats us.”
Never, ever, plus an infinity of never evers, have I said that before.
To anyone.
Circa eighth grade:
The kid beside me in English class (after we read Oedipus Rex and had to discuss themes): Any dad who tried to kill his kid had it coming. Right, Bodee?
Me: Don’t know. Can’t even imagine that.
Circa freshman year:
Girl in my youth group: Sometimes I feel like my parents don’t understand me. What do you think, Bodee?
Me: My parents are great.
Circa last summer:
Lady at the burger joint: That’s a nasty bruise on your arm.
Me: Baseball.
The magic in lying is that people stop asking.
But I’ve just given the truth to Gerry without history or trust. And telling the truth feels like running off a cliff and hoping I can fly. Maybe this is my brave thing.


“Jesus, Bodee,” Gerry says. “Now I know you’re a real Lennox.”
“A real Lennox?”
“There’s a curse,” she says matter-of-factly.
I should freak out that Gerry—who is 100 percent stranger and 129 percent girl—has her hand on my leg, but I don’t. My normal fear of girls doesn’t seem to exist with her. Besides, the fact that I’ve just told her something I’ve never told anyone in my whole life is kind of a bigger deal than that right now.
“You’re staring at me,” she says.
“You’re touching me,” I say back.
“You touched me first.”
“No, I didn’t,” I argue.
She gives me a whiplash nod. “At the bus sta—” Stopping midsentence, she turns around to the window and begins to wave. “I almost forgot.”
“Forgot what?” I ask.
“To wave good-bye.”
“To who?”
“Whom,” she corrects, and then says, still waving, “To the city of Rickman, Tennessee.”
I wave, too. “This a tradition?” I ask.
“Yeah. I figure there’s a bunch of times in life you don’t know you’re saying bye for the last time. So I don’t take chances anymore.”
There are ghosts in her words.
When we’re done waving (no one waves back), Gerry returns to picking at my jeans. I don’t stop her because she’s so focused on the task that I can almost see the little lab rats working in her brain. She’s the kind of girl who’d name the lab rats. (Tim. Tad. Todd. Trey. And Troy.) And I’m the kind of guy who’d remember their names.
With Rickman behind me for once in my life, I take a breath that feels as if it comes all the way from my toes. “Tell me about this Lennox curse,” I say.
“Oh, it’s totally shit, but totally true. Every Lennox I’ve ever met has been screwed to the wall. At least, that’s what Lewis used to say about us.”
I don’t ask who Lewis is. Maybe an ex-boyfriend. Maybe a brother. “How many have you met?”
“Counting the parentals and . . .” She takes a deep breath and points to herself.
I nod.
She stops pulling on threads and looks up. “Just you.”
“You’re basing a theory on four people?”
“Technically, six. Unless you have siblings,” she says. “And six is enough for Olympic volleyball.”
“That’s your rationale.”
She nods.
“Let’s play Two Truths and a Lie,” she says before I can ask more about the curse.
“We have three hours and that’s your go-to?” I ask.
I know the game. We played once at school. It’s one of those god-awful get-to-know-you games where someone says three things, but one of them is false. When we played in class, I lied about all three: I like football, I like chess, I like reality TV. Hate football. Never played chess. Don’t have a TV. The class picked reality TV, and I grinned as if they knew me so well and sat down.
“What do you want to do?” she whispers.
I’m uneasy about the whisper until I realize all the people around us are asleep. Like snoring-asleep, which seems awfully trusting of them. I mean, what if we are ax murderers? They’d all die with cups of terrible coffee between their thighs and crumbs on their faces.
“You could tell me why you’re on the bus,” I say.
“Three reasons.” She makes her fingers dance against each other as she thinks. Then, it all comes out in one short burst of a run-on sentence. “Someone told me the world is made for exploring slowly, the guy I was dating said I got him pregnant, and . . . my girlfriend, who died, always wanted to ride cross-country on a bus. She can’t do it, but I can.”
Sadness is a quick emotion. I feel it all over my body when she lists her last truth.
“So what did your boyfriend name the baby?” I ask, since humor has some speed, too.
We both laugh.
“Thanks for not judging me,” she says.
“Why would I?”
Rather than answer, she slaps a kiss on her palm and pops me on the forehead. It’s a burst of affection that startles and stays with me through the silence that follows.
When we’ve both lived in her exposed truth (an exchange for my dad beats us) long enough, she says, “You know, Mr. Lennox, you’re the best seatmate I’ve had.”
“Well, Ms. Lennox, right back at you.”
She absently strokes the stuffed animal resting on her bag and says, “I wasn’t expecting this today.”
“You can say that again.”
But she doesn’t. Instead she asks, “Why does peace play hide-and-seek with us?”
“I don’t know, but my mom says peace doesn’t hide from us; we hide from it. She says there’s a way to be content no matter what.”
Gerry examines me as if the key to peace is beneath my skin. Finally, she asks, “Do you believe her?”
“I didn’t used to,” I say.
“What changed?”
“I got on the bus today.”






Chapter 4
GERRY lets twenty-five miles of interstate go by before she removes a stack of postcards from her backpack and says, “Here are the rules. You write one per destination. It has to go to someone who needs it.”
“But what if there’s no one?”
“Bullshit,” she says. “There’s always someone.”
“Trust me, there’s not,” I argue. Mom. Ben. Another name slides on and off the edge of my mind. Alexi Littrell. But that is not happening.
“Well, rack that pretty brain of yours, or I’ll make your boring ass go sit by Mr. Durengo, the bus driver. P.S., he smells like cigarettes and onions.”
I glance toward the front of the bus, but Mr. Durengo isn’t visible from behind his safety barrier. “You know his name?”


“Not actually,” she says with a smirk. “Do you always ask this many questions? I’ve known you an hour, and I just want to shake you. I live in statements, not questions. Tell me something, honey.”
I don’t tell Gerry that I usually can’t even get questions to come out of my mouth. That right now I’m pretty much as off script as I’ve ever been.
“Now, the postcards,” she says. “You simply have to do them. That’s the rule.” Fanning out the pile of cards as if she is the magician and I am her volunteer, she has me pick one from the deck.
Who are you writing to? How many of these have you written? What if I really don’t have anyone to send this to? These are all questions I want to ask, but don’t. Instead, I take a blue postcard with puppies on it from the middle of the stack and say, “I’ll come up with something.”
“That’s the spirit. I only have one pen, so we’ll have to share.”
The bus messes with Gerry’s handwriting, but I can read the words she writes.
Lewis,
South today. Met a guy. You’d love him. He’s blond and sweet and followed me onto the bus because . . .
She stops. Curious. “Why did you follow me onto the bus?”
“That’s a question,” I point out.


Her eyes narrow, and her mouth twists in mock frustration. She waits on my answer.
“I had to,” is the only one I have.
. . . because he had to, she writes.
“You know, you really need to get a better story. My dead girlfriend likes things exciting. You followed me onto the bus because . . . there was a tiger chasing you or you heard there was a killer circus in Huntsville, and you thought what the hell, I like elephants. Or you followed me onto the bus because you’re doing a scientific experiment on the sanitarity of buses.”
“Sanitarity’s not a word.”
“It is now. I need a reason, Bodee Lennox, and I need it pronto,” Gerry says.
“Okay. I followed you onto the bus because . . .”
“Please don’t say you believe in love at first sight, because as you can see . . . I believe in love after death.” She taps the postcard a few times.
“I’ve never been in love with anyone.”
“Bullshit,” she says again. “The bus? Your reason,” she demands.
I spit out, “Because I need something you have.”
Gerry chews the end of the pen. “I can’t tell Lewis that. She’ll know it’s not true.”
It is true, but I say, “Okay, tell her it’s because you smiled at me.” Also true.
Gerry scribbles down my answer, nodding the entire time. “She’ll believe that. According to her, I have a smile the size of Alaska.”
There’s a happy memory on her face. I imagine she’s recalling a particular time Lewis gifted her with these words. I give her privacy for the rest of her postcard and wonder what I will write when she forces me to take a turn with the pen.
Gerry kisses the bottom of the postcard and announces, “All done. Your turn.”
I’m ready for this.
Dear Ben,
“Who is Ben?”
“My brother.”
“Have I taught you nothing?” she complains. “Postcards are for lovers.”
“I don’t have any lovers.”
“And why in the name of the pope not?”
“Question,” I say.
“I have hair the color of a Florida golf course, and my girlfriend is dead. I get to ask questions,” Gerry says.
I exhale. “Okay, I don’t have any lovers because I don’t talk.”
“Bullshit,” she says. “Try again.”
I’m catching on that every time Gerry says bullshit, she puts her pointer finger to my heart. And usually she’s right.
“I’ll tell you why if you tell me about your hair,” I say.
“What do you want to know?” She twists a green lock around her finger.


I don’t fire back with sarcasm, even though it’s on the tip of my tongue. “About the color.”
“This, my blond-haired friend, is genuine Lemon-Lime Kool-Aid.”
“The kids’ drink?”
“Gerry and Lewis’s favorite kid drink, to be exact.”
What happened to Lewis? My brain screams the question, but it’s one I won’t ask. If Gerry wants me to know, she’ll tell me.
“You really love her,” I say. And I choose not to say loved. Because while I don’t have a lover, I understand that love wouldn’t care about dead or alive.
Gerry takes a deep breath. Then she surprises me and flips the tables. “You love someone. And they love you. It’s in your eyes.”
I sigh. “Probably my mom.”
“That’s refreshing. Lewis’s mom hated her.” She unties both her boots and reties them—a nervous habit. “Now, the Kool-Aid.”
Gerry tilts her head this way and that, examining me. Without warning—Gerry seems to do everything without warning—she grips my head like a soccer ball, and then runs both hands through the three-to-four inches of the mess I call hair. “You know, you would look amazing with some Berry Blue.”
“No, I wouldn’t,” I say.
“Yes, you would,” she says. She leans over the seat and taps the man beside us on the shoulder. He’s asleep, but she’s willing to wait as he rouses himself. “Excuse me, sir. Do you think my friend would look good with blue hair?” she asks.
“Yeah, fine,” he says, without looking, and resituates himself in his chair.
“See, Sleepy Pants agrees with me.”
“I hardly think”—I lower my voice—“Sleepy Pants is the authority on Berry Blue.” As far as I can tell, he hasn’t cut his hair in twenty years.
“Then I’ll be the authority,” she says. “What would your mom say?”
“That it’s only hair.”
“Jesus, she’s right. I should have that tattooed across my forehead,” Gerry says. “You want to do it now?”
“Here?”
“No. There.” She points to the bus’s one-seater bathroom.
Now, this is another of those moments I should think about longer than I do, but Gerry’s a witch—a bona-fide spell caster—who makes me want to be brave and do things I’d never do. Because I look right at her and say, “You have the stuff with you?”
“Ooh,” she squeals. Sleepy Pants gives us death eyes, but Gerry’s already dragging me from my seat and toward the bathroom door, three packages of Berry Blue in her hand.
Two people do not fit here, I think, once she closes the door and turns the little latch that says OCCUPIED. If either of us had eaten today, we’d be out the door. I’m a dude, but even I have reservations when she closes the toilet seat and shoves me down onto it. I also have reservations about God’s decision to give humans a nose. Totally not necessary right now.
“We have time to do this?” I ask.
“’Course. These buses are slower than Lewis’s grandma.” Her hands are in my hair again, and I close my eyes at this intimacy. It’s not sexual at all, but it is something. I’ve needed a friend for a long time, and I didn’t realize how badly until Gerry fell off the bus, and I, for better or worse, fell on after her.
“Hey,” I say, trying to find some words that go with this crazy, swirling emotion. “You know how you work a puzzle, and then you get to the end, and there’s a piece missing, and you look everywhere for it, and can’t find it, and so eventually you give up and put everything back in the box, and maybe even throw the puzzle away? But then, like a year later, you find the piece under a couch cushion?”
“You talk in run-on sentences,” she says.
“I think you’re one of those lost pieces,” I say.
From her smile, she knows this is a compliment.
“What I’m trying to say is . . . not only do I not talk . . . I don’t have any friends,” I whisper.
Her automatic “Bullshit” happens as expected.
“No. It’s not.”
And something in my voice must tell her I’m serious, because she releases my hair and drops onto my lap. She gives me the is this okay? look, and when I nod, her two arms feel like a spider’s eight, and they wrap me up in the most genuine hug of my life. “Listen, Lennox”—her voice is at the back of my head—“from everything you’ve said, you have a mom who loves you. Sometimes that’s enough.”
Tears have a sound. They slide down a face in silence, but the quiver they put in a voice is unmistakable. And Gerry’s voice screams of tears.
I don’t know what to say now. So I choose to hold her back as if I, too, have eight arms and a thousand souls. Beneath us, the road hums and bumps us against each other, but neither of us lets go. We rattle around this tiny gray, plastic world like a two-body pinball.
Finally, Gerry leans back to look at me. “You’re maybe . . . the perfect guy. If only I were straight.”
Straight or not, I am the least perfect guy. She stops me from shaking my head. Physically stops me.
“No. I mean it,” she says. “You are a guy who gets on buses to figure things out. You listen more than you talk. You . . . you hold on to broken girls after everyone else lets go.” She flares her nostrils and adds, “In a bus bathroom. That says something about you. And I think someday that’s going to make all the difference.”
“To me or to someone else?” I ask.
Gerry smiles. “Both.”






Chapter 5
GERRY tears open three packets of Berry Blue, pours them and some conditioner into an empty Styrofoam cup, and says, “Okay, hoss cat, let’s do this.”
It’s safe to say this is not how I thought I would spend my morning. God help anyone who really needs to pee, because it looks like we’re going to be in here for a while.
“This seems like a terrible idea,” I say, as she nearly spills the blue paste she’s made. “What’s in there?”
“Three packs of Berry Blue, water, and conditioner. Wet your hair.”
There is no way to get my head under the faucet, which means I’m going to get wet. I slip off my white V-neck, exposing the rainbow of bruises she already knows is there, and wishing they didn’t make me feel like such an underdog.


“No worries,” she says, as if she understands my embarrassment.
My words are gone again, so I splash my hair until Gerry approves. Then she has me sit on the toilet lid again. “Shouldn’t you use gloves?” I ask.
“Yes. One should always use protection.” She cackles at herself, and I smile. Gerry proceeds, without gloves, to coat my hair with the blue paste. First, I’m straight-back-fifties. Then, curly-eighties. She leaves me with a punk-rock Mohawk on top of my head. “This is going to look great,” she says.
“What color is your normal hair?” I ask her.
“Blond like yours.”
“How long has it been green?”
“Two months. It was cherry before.”
“Tell me about Lewis,” I say. Without Gerry explaining, I know these colors have to do with her.
“She loved the Ramones, that stuffed bear in my duffel, and Kool-Aid.” Gerry washes her hands, and when she’s done there’s a little smear of blue beneath her eyes where she wiped her face.
I smile and clean her face with my thumb. Something I wouldn’t have done before our hug, but now seems like the right level of kindness.
“Tell me something about your mom.”
I think. My mom is a paradox. I tell Gerry, “She loves my dad even though he hurts her. Do you think that makes her weak or strong?”


“It makes her in love. Maybe I’m totally whacked in the head, but to me love is involuntary. Your mom can’t help it. ’Cause if she could, she would.”
“It doesn’t make sense to love someone who hurts you.”
“Sure it does. Everyone hurts us. If we stopped loving them because of pain, we’d never love anyone.”
I don’t want to think about what she’s saying, so I shift the situation back to her. “Tell me something else about Lewis.”
“Two truths and a lie.” Gerry continues to twist and comb my hair while she talks. “One, we met at a free concert in the park. Two, Lewis’s real name is Lee, which is how we became Gerry Lee Lewis. And three, my girl never came out to her parents.”
This time the lie isn’t obvious, and guessing seems rude.
“Tell me about Ben,” she says, before I can respond.
“How long do we have?”
She checks the spot on her wrist where a watch would be (but isn’t) and leans back against the door. “Forever,” she says, shrugging. “Give or take.”
“Ben’s seven years older than me. He joined the army when he turned eighteen, and I don’t see him much anymore.”
“Is one of those a lie?”
“No.”
“Whew. Good.” She wipes her forehead as if it’s sweaty. “I was going to call you Boring Answer Boy.”
“You kind of already did.”
“Well, Sweet Cheeks, you can’t worry about me. I’ve got a name for everything.” She laughs more to herself than at me.
“You guys were close? Ben and you?”
I stare at the toilet paper dispenser instead of her. “Until he left.”
“You’re pissed, aren’t you?”
“At Ben?”
“No, the Easter Bunny. Yes, Ben.”
“Why would I be?” I ask.
A blue water drop rolls down my chest, leaving a pale streak of sapphire on my skin. Gerry uses the underside of her shirt to wipe it away. “He took off,” she says.
“He turned eighteen. That’s what people do.” I crack my knuckles one at a time and point to my hair. “How long has it been?”
Gerry doesn’t check her imaginary watch this time. “Don’t change the subject. It might be what people do, but you’re still mad. You’ve only had, like, three looks since I met you: happy, thinking, and worried. This one is new. Anger.”
I shift a little bit and cut my eyes to the ground. “Sounds like you took off.”
“I had to.” Her voice sounds different than it has all day. “I woke up one day and couldn’t breathe. Like someone stole all the air from the world, and the only way to get it back was to haul ass. You’ll do it, too.”
“I won’t abandon my mom like he did.” There’s the anger I try to swallow. “Someone has to protect her. Clean up the mess.”


“Not you,” Gerry says. “And she’ll make you go eventually.”
“No.”
“She loves you. She’ll make you. And if you haven’t already noticed, she didn’t have to. You’re not exactly in Rickman right now, are you? Sorry, buddy, you already left her.”
“Screw you, Gerry Lennox.”
“Screw whoever you want. I’m not just right, I know.”
“Bullshit.” I toss her word in her face. “You think you know because your girlfriend died. It’s not the same,” I say, turning my anger on her. I can feel her inhale from here, which makes me wish there was a vacuum for all the painful words people say. Hurting people is what he does. I . . . I’m not like him.
I reach out, grab Gerry’s hand. “I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t mean that. You’re right. Everything you said is right.”
Gerry is still. And quiet. It’s an odd thing to have a conversation in deep breaths, but we do it.
Me: I hate screwing up.
Her: I know you do.
Me: I didn’t mean to lash out.
Her: I know.
Her: I’m hurting, too.
And then Gerry says, “Lewis told me I should leave. She loved me, right?”
I say the only answer there is: “I’m sure she did.”
We both sit in the fumes and feel.
“Bodee, I think we . . . what I mean is . . . would you hate me if I”—another tear slides down Mom’s cheek—“if I suggested you should live somewhere else? I think it’s me he—”
“I’m fine,” I’d interrupted her, because I’d be damned before I’d go somewhere safe and leave her alone with him. I might sit on the bench in front of the Army Recruitment Center, but I’d never leave. Never.
“‘Fine’ is a lying man’s response, and you can’t lie to me.” She waits for me to give her full eye contact and says, “You know Laura Beth Littrell. I could talk to her. You could stay with them. They have the space.”
“No,” I’d said firmly. And despite how she’d argued, that was that.
Someone knocks on the door behind us, and we both jump.
“I don’t talk because I’m terrified all of this stuff about home will come rushing out,” I whisper, afraid the moment is gone.
“I know.”
They knock again.
“What made you get on the bus?” I ask, my hand on the door. I want to hear her say it.
Gerry moves my hand. “I told you already. I woke up and couldn’t breathe.”
“There’s more you’re not saying; please, I’m trying to understand. Why did she tell you to leave?”
“I have to pee,” someone says from outside the door.
“Just a minute,” I yell. Maybe it’s cruel, but I don’t care if they piss all over themselves. Gerry can’t sit on my lap, dye my hair, and dish out truth like slop and hold so much back.


“Where is this coming from? Why do you care?” she asks.
“Because we’re halfway to Huntsville. I followed you onto this bus.” I thought it was because of her smile, but maybe pain was the magnet instead. “Gerry, why?”
She shakes her head. She’s not ready.
I stand up and dump her onto the floor.
“Bodee, I can’t. You’ll hate me,” she says, searching for words.
“You can, and I won’t,” I say.
The bathroom door rattles as the guy tries the latch. “Hurry up!” he yells.
I reach over her and unlock the door.
The sight of us must be unnerving—me with a wet blue Mohawk, Gerry crying at my feet—because a tiny wet spot appears on the man’s khakis before either of us can move.
I take back that thought about someone pissing himself. Poor guy.
It turns the entire moment on its head.
“Sorry,” Gerry says to the red-faced man, unable to suppress her giggles.
We leave the bathroom.
“You mad at me?” I ask when we sit down.
“Naw,” she says.
Naw is my new favorite word.






Chapter 6
NO one notices my bare chest, which says something disturbing about the acceptable standards for bus travel. It’s only a plain white T-shirt, but I don’t have any to spare, so I decide to wait out the Kool-Aid hair session before I put it back on. Gerry makes sure I don’t freeze by offering me a flannel button-up from the bottom of her bag. It’s not hers. Two of her would fit in here.
“Lewis’s?” I ask as I slip it on.
“Not exactly. We found it at Goodwill. Keep it. It looks better on you than on either of us.”
Cold. Hot. Cold. Hot. We transition through each other’s moods as if we’ve been doing this for years. If Gerry’s skin were transparent, I could read the story written in her blood. It’s under the surface, but I can’t quite see it through the scales she’s layered over the pain. Maybe it’s a Lennox trait to hide the truth. If so, maybe I’m not a real Lennox, since I gave up my dragon to Gerry in the first five minutes. What’s her dragon? For all her talk, I’m not sure it’s Lewis. She misses her girlfriend, but that’s not all.
“Postcard?” she reminds me. “You have time before we wash that out.”
After I roll my eyes, I take the card and the pen.
Dear Ben,
Today I got on a bus with Gerry. Don’t worry, I’m going back home. Just out for a day drive. Gerry has green hair, a great smile, and happens to be a girl. We’re getting off in Huntsville.
“Tell him we got married,” Gerry says.
Gerry says to tell you we got married.
“I can’t believe you wrote that invention in pen.”
“Me either,” I say. But it’s fine, because I don’t plan to mail this postcard.
“You really aren’t like this at home?” she asks.
“No. You disappointed?”
“For you,” she says.
“What do you mean?”
“Question.” She draws the word out. “I mean . . . there’s a real person in there. An incredible person. He should come out and play more often.”
“Blue hair is a good start.”
“The blue hair is all me. You’ll go home and revert.”
“Maybe,” I say. But maybe not. Maybe a change has happened today that’s not just blond to blue.
“And maybe you’ll miss out on the best thing in your life. You have to commit.”
“To being the blue-haired boy? I’m pretty sure I’m committed. This stuff is stiff.” I twirl the top of the Mohawk and find that only a little color comes off on my hands.
She examines my hair and says, “Time to rinse.”
Gerry and I take our second trip to the bathroom. The honesty we left in here is as potent as the smell.
“Flip your head over,” she tells me.
I lean over the tiny sink, and the bright blue ends of my hair fall over my eyes. The water isn’t warm, but Gerry scoops it onto my head handful after handful. When she’s satisfied, she wrings out the ends. “Stay there,” she says.
As opposed to where?
Beside me, Gerry slips off her jacket and traps it between her knees. I’m not sure what she’s doing until I cut my eyes to the side and see her bare stomach. Before I can protest, she wraps her T-shirt around my head like a towel and tries to put her jacket on quickly.
She is not quick enough.
“I know what those are,” I say, looking at the fingertip-size scars that dot her stomach.


“Two lies and a truth,” she says while I straighten my body and look down at her. “I was once a volunteer for a top secret Dalmatian project. Some people had chicken pox, I had the eagle pox. And . . . my mom thought I was an ashtray.”
This is her dragon.
“Gerry,” I say, unsure of what to say next.
“You’re dripping,” she says, staring at my hair instead of my eyes.
“Gerry?”
“It’s complicated,” she answers.
“This kind of complicated?” I pull up my pants leg and expose a four-inch scar that came to me courtesy of Dad. “One of many,” I admit.
She nods. And then, when I expect her to cry, she laughs.
That damn hyena of healing.
“Gerry?”
“Your hair is so blue. I can see it through my T-shirt.”
After shaking my turban head at her ability to change the subject, I tell her I’m sorry.
“Don’t pity me.”
“I don’t. Did she?” I ask, thinking this somehow all leads back to Lewis.
“Bend toward me,” Gerry says.
I do, and she removes her T-shirt from my head. She parts my hair where it was this morning and says, “Check it out.”
Berry Blue is in the freakin’ house. “Oh my gosh,” I say, stunned at the utter and complete blueness of my hair.


“It looks amazing,” Gerry says.
Amazing isn’t the first word that comes to mind. “I look like a Smurf,” I say.
“Nope, we just made sure your outside matches your inside.”
“So you’re green in there?” I tug on her zipper, which has fallen near her heart.
She winks. “I’m a rainbow in here,” she says. “Sometimes happy yellow. Sometimes sad blue. Sometimes sickly green. Sometimes angry red. Sometimes lying purple.”
“I get it. Which color should you be right now?” I ask.
“Purple. At least, that’s what Lewis would say.”
“What would Gerry say?”
“And that’s the real question,” she says, and leaves me in the bathroom.






Chapter 7
FOR the last forty miles of our trip to Huntsville, Gerry and I don’t talk, but we aren’t silent either. I expect her to lean against the window; instead she lifts my arm and rests her head on my chest. My heart pounds against her face, and I wonder what world she’s in.
Lewis’s world? Her mom’s world?
Bus world?
And the world I’m in? Last night’s world.
When the quiet came, I tiptoed up the porch steps and eased my way into our small kitchen. Mom had already managed to stop crying.
Blood. Broken beer bottle glass in her back. Her singing “It Is Well with My Soul” as I removed the glass shards from the cuts. Her grinding teeth and stiffness as she passed me needle and thread.


I can see it. Hear it. Smell it. Feel it. I am on the bus with Gerry; I am in the kitchen with Mom.
It’s the third time this year she’s asked me to stitch up his anger and alcohol.
“A sixteen-year-old should never have to do this,” she says in a barely audible voice as I take a deep breath and push the needle through her skin. She doesn’t scream; she inhales.
And passes out.
I work fast.
Her eyes flutter open a few minutes after I finish. She is white with pain and too stubborn for her own good. But stubborn forces her upright. My bottom eyelids are tiny ledges for tears I won’t let fall. I’m a scrawny bastard, but I’m tough. I don’t cry until I’m alone.
“Neither should a forty-year-old,” I say, forcing my own words through gritted teeth as if the needle is in my back instead of hers. “Mom . . .”
“Don’t say it. You know I’ve tried.”
She’s right, of course. Leaving a man like my father isn’t as simple as clicking your heels or saying the words.
I kiss her temple just below her still-blond hairline and say, “I love you,” even though part of me hates her for keeping us here.
The brakes on the bus bring me back to the present. If the bus driver warned us we were in Huntsville, I did not hear him. Gerry looks up at me. The fierce girl who fell off the bus and laughed is gone.
But I like this broken girl, too. I won’t follow her to Panama City, but I wish I could. I smile, and her beautiful smile bounces back to me.
“I love the blue,” she says, as if it’s the first time she’s seen it.
“Me too.” And this is the truth. While I was living in my memories, something of Gerry absorbed into me: the idea that I might not be able to create total change, but I can create some.
Slipping my T-shirt over my now dry hair, I put my hand out to her. “Ms. Lennox, would you like to eat lunch with me?”
“Why, yes, I believe I would, Mr. Lennox,” she says in her most southern of accents.
Gerry collects her backpack and duffel bag from under the seat. After I shove Ben’s postcard in my back pocket, I take the duffel bag and hold out her T-shirt. “You wanna change? It’ll be hot out there.”
She takes the shirt, which has new hints of blue in the fabric, and disappears for a minute. When she comes back, I realize we must look like quite a pair.
“Bye, Mr. Durengo,” she says to our bus driver as we exit.
“Bye,” he says, which makes me wonder if Durengo might be his real name.
The bus station is a copy of the one in Rickman, except it’s in a more industrial area. I thought there would be fast food. Wrong. The only place near here that isn’t filled with blue-collar workers is a house across the street with a neon sign that reads 45 PIZZA.
Gerry’s already walking in that direction before I say, “You sure that’s a good idea?”
“Why not?” she says.


“Uh . . . a million reasons. No one’s there. I’d rather not die of rat poison. I’m actually hungry. Do you need more?”
“No,” she says, and keeps walking.
She’s on the second step of the porch when I catch up.
“Today’s an adventure. This makes the sequence complete. You got on a bus. You dyed your hair blue. You ate pizza that could kill you. That’s a helluva day.”
“Getting on the bus and dying my hair equal a helluva day without the possibility of death,” I argue.
“Hmmm,” is all she says.
With her playfully kicking her way up the steps and my warning bells on full alert, we open the front door.
To one of the coolest places I’ve ever been.
45 Pizza isn’t just a pizza shack; it’s a record store. The smells of freshly baked bread and cardboard dust are in the air. Seventy-eights and forty-fives hang from the ceilings, decorate the walls, and are boxed and labeled in every space that doesn’t have a red-checkered table and chairs. Gerry and I both breathe in at the same time, and from her ahhh, I know we’ve landed in the perfect place.
“I told you,” she says.
A grandma-aged lady comes around the corner and puts one of the two pairs of glasses she has around her neck on her face.
“Large pepperoni with pineapple and olives?” she asks, like we’re regulars.
There’s the weird I expected with a shack like this. Does she guess everyone’s order or just ours?
“How much?” Gerry asks, without questioning the choice of toppings.
“Five dollars with the purchase of any vinyl,” Grandma Two-Glasses says.
Considering there’s a sign over the cash register that says ALL RECORDS $1, this is a steal.
Gerry gives a thumbs-up, and that’s all it takes to make the order complete.
“Any seat you want,” Grandma Two-Glasses says, and walks back through the door she came in, and we hear her singing along to the Rolling Stones and rattling pans.
What 45 Pizza lacks in air-conditioning and customers, it makes up for in awesome. There’s a jukebox in the corner, and Gerry and I head that way without discussing it.
“Pink Floyd, the Wallflowers, Scott Pilgrim vs. the World soundtrack, P!nk.” Gerry reads a few more titles and then says, “I thought they’d all be older stuff, but these are totally badass.”
“My mom has a bunch of records,” I say.
“These?”
“Well, not P!nk, but some of her music is cool.”
Out comes Gerry’s trifold wallet. She checks the collection of bills and says, “I wish I could buy them all and dance with Lewis until my feet fall off.”
“You look like a dancer,” I say, and make some dust tracks on the jukebox’s glass.


“We never danced.”
There’s so much regret in her voice that I take another step outside my comfort zone. “I’m not her, but I’ll dance with you.”
Instant decision. Gerry’s quarters clink as they fall, and she punches A21. The eX-Files, a band I’ve heard of, but don’t know their stuff by name. We shove the tables back enough to turn one or two middle school circles and wait on the needle to hit the record.
Everything about Gerry has been larger than life—green hair, leather boots, smile, crazy-accurate psychic guesses regarding my life—but here in my arms, she is small. Somehow I am just her size, but I don’t feel less-than. I am just right. Perfect days aren’t fiction and myth after all. And they happen to the Bodee Lennoxes of the world. Who knew?
This isn’t a real dance. We stand. We hold on. Sweaty hands latched to our sweaty bus clothes.
We are completely still on the outside.
But God, the inside of me moves enough to stir the dust of 45 Pizza. Little motes of a blue-haired boy and green-haired girl float in the air.
I see them, smile, and pray Gerry sees them, too.
Gerry. Holding on. Letting go. Holding on. Not to me. To the girl she loves who is dead, but not gone. I don’t pity her this. I envy her a love that lasts longer than the heart can beat.
“Thanks for letting me tag along,” I say, knowing that’s hardly enough to express my gratitude.
“Shhhh,” she says. “You can’t be Lewis if you’re talking. You don’t sound anything like her.”
I am quiet. The eX-Files sing, and I tighten my grip, hoping I’m the best Lewis I can be for this dance.
When I’m standing or I’m sitting
When I’m dancing beside you
In a white gown
Or ragged jeans
I’ve got holes in the seams of my heart
Holes in the seams of my heart
When she opens her eyes at the end of the verse, she says, “You’re a very good Lewis.”
“Thanks. So what made you pick this song?” I ask, assuming it’s okay to talk now.
“Just seemed like both of us.” She’s quiet until the chorus starts again, so I focus on being her dead girlfriend until she says, “Tell me about the girl you like.”
Eyes on the Ramones vinyl that’s hanging from the ceiling fan, I say, “There’s not one.”
“Not fair, Blue Hair. I told you about the girl I liked.”
“Okay,” I concede. “She’s in the band, has a locker near mine, the best freckles on the planet, and doesn’t currently know I exist.”
“The new hair will help with that,” Gerry says.
“Maybe. She doesn’t say my name very often, but when she does, I feel like I am someone. Not like I’ll be someone someday. That sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”
“No. I know exactly what you mean.” Gerry’s voice changes just slightly as she says, “Lewis—”
“Pizza’s almost ready, kids,” Grandma Two-Glasses yells from the kitchen.
The eX-Files song ends, or maybe it ended several minutes ago and we didn’t notice, but Gerry and I look at each other like there’s more to say, but no time to say it. I feel that way a lot at home. With Mom.
The pizza arrives at the table before we do.
“Well,” Grandma Two-Glasses says. “One thing’s for certain. You two have the hottest punk hair in Huntsville.”
“We probably have the only punk hair in Huntsville,” Gerry says.
“Ain’t that the truth.” Grandma Two-Glasses rolls a pizza cutter over the crusts and then lets it double as a spatula to put a slice on each of our plates. “Well, whatever brung you, I’m glad it did.”
“Me too,” Gerry and I say together.






Chapter 8
AFTER today, I can’t believe in circumstances or accidents.
Maybe it’s because this morning started out normal. With normal Dad suckage. I went to the bench. But there was an army recruiter guy who had never been at my bench before. Lieutenant Williams. And without knowing it, he sent me to Gerry.
I take his card from my pocket along with the torn-off section of my bus ticket and put them in the plastic sack from 45 Pizza. Gerry bought a scratched copy of the eX-Files for me as part of the dollar deal.
Souvenirs from my day.
I’m in Huntsville, Alabama, with . . . I look to my right: Gerry Lennox.
And she is crying. Elephant tears. My eyes are leaking, too. I don’t want to go home, but I know I have to cross the street and board a bus headed north. I also know we are supposed to be on these steps in our green and blue hair and brokenness. No circumstance. No accident. Just necessity.
“Hey,” I say.
Gerry won’t look at me. She hugs the peeling wooden railing as if it’s a flotation device.
“Hey,” I say again, and touch her shoulder. “You’re okay. This was a good day.”
“No.”
She doesn’t elaborate, and the sight of her breaks me. I slide over next to her until our knees touch. Slowly, I unpeel her fingers from the post and ask her to look at me.
“Tell me,” I say.
“Why did . . . you follow . . . me here?” she asks.
It’s my turn to squeeze her knee for a second. “I told you. Because you were smiling.”
“I’m not smiling now. Sorry,” she says, shaking so hard that the step beneath us vibrates.
“Don’t apologize.”
“I’m crying because I lied to you.” These words come out in one breath.
I’m not sure how, but I instantly know the lie. It comes together in my mind like some crime show. The flash of her license. How different she looks now. The third-person talk. The scars on her stomach.
“You’re Lewis, aren’t you?” I whisper into her ear.


I can’t tell if she’s saying yes or having an emotional collapse until she says, “Gerry’s mom loved her so much. And I always wanted that. My mom . . .”
Burns her with cigarettes. I know why she’s pretending, and I understand why she laughed when she fell off the bus. That’s what Gerry—the real one—would have done.
“I get it,” I say.
“The postcards are my journal. What I think Gerry would tell me if she were still here,” she says. “She had the best way of seeing the world.” Lewis reaches up and pulls on a strand of my blue hair. “You know, she would have loved you.”
“I wish we’d met,” I say.
This makes her sob, but she continues, “Kool-Aid Kids forever.” A smile cracks at the edge of her mouth.
“I’m just glad I made the journal,” I say.
“Made it? More like changed it,” she says.
“Me?”
“Question! And bullshit,” she says, and we both almost laugh.
“Why?” I say, expecting her to bust my chops for asking another question.
“Because you figured out how to be here anyway. No one’s done that since Gerry died.”
“Well, you’ve got one hell of a smile,” I say.
“The size of Alaska.” Gerry takes out her wallet and hands me the license that started this whole adventure. “Geraldine Lennox died in a car accident on February seventh at eight forty-two p.m.”
She says this as if it’s the police report, and then adds, “I was . . . supposed to be with her.”
“No, you weren’t,” I say. “Because you were supposed to end up here with me.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. In the bathroom. On the bus. Over pizza.”
“It’s okay,” I say.
And, I think, given the fact that she takes a deep breath and wipes her nose on my shirt, she believes me.
“So did her mom know about you?” I ask.
“’Course.” Gerry unzips the duffel bag and shows me the stuffed bear again. “Gerry’d have told the whole world about us if I would’ve let her. I’m the one who couldn’t tell. Her mom gave him to me at the funeral. Meet Dee Dee.”
“Telling is hard,” I say, thinking about my own family.
“Telling is hard,” Gerry repeats. “But I wish I had before she died.”
I palm Dee Dee’s head, and pull the old rotten bear into our hug, and say, “You’re telling now. That counts.”
“I hope so. I really hope so.”
Part of me wonders which things Gerry said belonged to her and which to Lewis, but it doesn’t matter. Or it doesn’t matter most. The people we meet, if they’re special enough, leave something on us. Something visible.
I hope what Gerry’s given me doesn’t wash out with the Berry Blue.


We’re quiet as we walk back across the street to the bus station.
Gerry beelines it to the vending machine and donates one twenty-five to Huntsville so I can have caffeine for the way home. She chooses Mello Yello and explains with a ton of pointing to it and me and her, “Yellow and blue make green.”
I accept the drink and perfect logic.
“I owed you a beverage.”
“I owe you . . .”
She puts her fingers over my mouth. “Shush it.”
As I’m getting on my bus to Rickman, I say, “Hey, Gerry Lee Lewis, two truths and a lie.”
She smiles, and I continue, “One, I’m going to work my way through every box of Kool-Aid there is. Two, this has been the best day of my life. Three, I’ll see you around.”
“Keep holding on, Kool-Aid Kid,” she says, and blows me a kiss good-bye—we both know this is the very end of us—and she backs away, still facing me.
We wave until we are specks.
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Chapter 2
LIFE starts during fourth period.
It’s not because of AP Psych or the fact that this is the one class I have with Heather or that lunch is next. It’s all about the desk and the lyrics. And since it’s Monday, I get to start them.
What should I write about today? The funeral? Girls who talk to boys they don’t really know? Sex? Girls’ fear of sex? No. I’ll keep the illusion intact, since most guys would rather believe girls are just as horny as they are. This flirty masquerade with Desk Guy is like reading a romance novel. Love in pencil is safer than love in life. So I settle on a piece of pop culture that describes my entire weekend after the funeral.


Do you have a minute?
Can I invite you in
To take control?
Heather leans over to read my words. “There’s no way Desk Guy’ll get that. And if he does, it’s totally some girl jerking your chain.”
“It’s not a girl. I asked already.”
“You can’t count on a desk to be honest,” Heather says. “Mine has ‘Mark loves Lisa’ carved on it, underlined. And, uh, everyone knows the only person Mark loves is Mark.”
Heather’s desk sucks, but I do count on my desk to be honest.
“Dang,” Heather says when she sees my face. “If you want it to be a guy that bad, it’s a guy. I’m sure Captain Lyric will totally complete you like he does those pretty little verses you write each other. But just in case he doesn’t, Dane’s going to the soccer game with us tomorrow.”
I erase the word minute in my lyric and rewrite it so it’s easier to read.
“Why do you always do this to me?” I say. “I don’t even know Dane.”
“Well, he’s Collie’s cousin, and I’ve given you almost two months to manage a date with Captain Lyric here. Since you haven’t even tried to figure out who he is, I’m in charge of your social calendar. There’s a ladder to climb, sweetheart, and you’re standing still. At least he’s cute.”


“Just because you have Collie doesn’t mean the rest of us want what you do.”
“It’s a soccer game, not a proposal,” she says.
“Thank God.”
“Oh, you know you want what Collie and I have.”
“Uh, no. I don’t.” The idea of anything resembling a relationship gives me hives. First dates are pretty safe, because any guy who wants to mess around on the first date’s a jerk. But a guy who’s been dating you for six months and who doesn’t want to mess around has orientation issues. At least that’s what Kayla says.
“You and Collie still talk?”
Heather knows the answer is no, since it’s hard to peel the two of them apart, much less for him to have a conversation without her knowing. But she’s still fishing for an answer to the lull in Collie’s and my childhood friendship.
“Not since summer,” I answer honestly.
“Weird,” she says, but accepts my answer with a shake of her head. “Something wrong?”
“No. Just nothing to talk about lately.”
“You could talk about me.”
“That’s all we ever did,” I say.
“So you don’t want a boyfriend, but you want Captain Lyric.”
“I don’t even know who he is,” I say. “School’s boring, and this desk stuff’s the only thing that keeps my curiosity aroused.”


I blush even before Heather says, “I’d say it keeps more than your curiosity aroused.”
“Ladies in the back of the room,” Mrs. Tindell, our substitute, interrupts. “Could you please keep your voices to a dull roar? Other groups are trying to work.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say.
Heather writes WORK? in big letters on her notebook and then raises it to cover her grin. Only two brown braids are visible behind the book, and she looks a little bit like Heidi at the library. I put my head down to keep from giggling at her antics.
Heather inches her desk closer to mine, and it screeches like a hoot owl. We both duck behind books and wait for Mrs. Tindell to look down. “You might not like Dane yet, but you’ve got to do something to recover from your funeral rescue mission of Bodee Lennox. Trust me, you hook up with Dane and nobody will remember a thing.”
I stare at her hard enough to re-part her braids.
Heather rolls her eyes. “Hookin’ up means kissing, Lex. I know you’re all virgi-terrified.”
“I am not.” Mechanically, I lower my voice as Mrs. Tindell goes fish-eyes on us again. I make the first excuse that’s believable. “I just want it with the right guy. You know? Too many guys running around Rickman with the crawlers.”
“Man, you and Liz are gonna be ancient before I can talk to you about this stuff.”
“Liz is not gonna sleep with a Rickman, Tennessee, boy.”


Heather adds, “Thus sayeth the Lord.”
Liz has a pile of blond curls, a collection of vintage T-shirts, and a desire to wait. Heather doesn’t go to church with us, so she hasn’t been privy to all the stuff about waiting rings and promises. She thinks even the people who wear the rings slip them on and off as if they’re coated in butter. But Liz is the real thing. She has convictions in all the places I’ve got fears.
“I’m sorry,” Heather says. “I’m not being fair. I wouldn’t want you to do it with someone you don’t love. I just wish I had someone to talk to.” Her eyes waver between rainy and cloudy, and I realize we’re having a moment. “Collie and I have come pretty close,” she says.
Heather doesn’t take her mask off very often. She’s the verbal beast of our threesome, but under all those bold, sexy words, evidently there’s still a virgin. I try not to sound too surprised. “If you both want to, then why haven’t you?” I ask.
Heather is barely audible. “I’m afraid he’ll move on.”
“Then why are you still with him?” I know the answer before Heather says it.
“Because I hate being alone.”
Heather’s beautiful where I’m ordinary. She could find someone else in a minute who would love her, but Collie’s her flypaper; she’s been stuck on him for years. “Alone isn’t terrible.”
“I don’t know.” She sighs. “I wish I could talk to Liz about this, but she doesn’t get it.”


I’m a good second-place friend, so I say, “She gets it. You should talk to her.”
Heather doodles her own name and then Collie’s on a blank sheet of paper. “Is that what you do? Call Liz?”
“No.” I put on an exasperated face. “As you pointed out earlier, I’m not even on the social ladder. So there’s nothing to say.”
Sucks to be Heather. Her best friend is a teetotaling virgin, and her second-best friend is on lockdown.
“But there could be,” she says.
From the way she’s winking, I know she’s thinking about Dane. And me. Being all sexually deviant. I can’t think that way about Dane. Or anyone. But I can’t tell her that.
“No, you don’t get it,” I say.
“You’re the one who is never going to get it. And I’m not either.”
She sounds exasperated with both of us. But Heather doesn’t understand. Even if I got up the nerve to tell her everything about why I’m not interested in going to Victoria’s Secret, or talking porn, or dreaming of Dane wearing only his socks, it wouldn’t help.
He would still be in the hallway, and I’d still have to pass him. He’d still be a part of my life. Which would only change for the worse if I told them.
Because then they’d know, and you can’t un-know something.
“Maybe someday you’ll meet Captain Lyric and you’ll be ready,” Heather says. “And when that day comes, you have to promise to tell me everything.”
“Of course.”
“You mean it? ’Cause it would make me feel so much better if I knew I wasn’t the only one.”
My heart pounds as I choose my phrase. “I promise I’ll call you first.”
A wicked little smile plays on Heather’s lips, and just like that, her uncertainty disappears. “Even if it’s Bodee Lennox.”
“Even if.” The piece of paper Mrs. Tindell gave us at the beginning of class is still blank, so I say, “Hey, we’d better do this.”
“I’ll do one to five if you’ll do six to ten.”
I nod and open the book to the right page. This plan has gotten us As so far. When our regular teacher, Mrs. Tomlin, returns from maternity leave, this worksheet crap will finally end. I read this chapter over the weekend, so my answers take only a few minutes. I’m left with ten free minutes to consider Captain Lyric, Dane, and Bodee.
Soul mate. Date. Question mark. In that order. None of them would want me if they knew the truth. And I don’t really want them, either.
I know I’ll make myself go out with Dane tomorrow night to keep Heather happy. Liz takes some martial arts class I can’t pronounce on Tuesday nights, so I can’t count on her to help. Damn her Karate Kid skills.
“What should I wear?” I whisper.


“Something that shows your boobs.”
“What boobs?”
“Just wear that bra I got you for your birthday and a tight shirt. Maybe that red one with the snappy buttons.”
I don’t have that bra anymore, but I shake my head. Maybe I’ll ask Liz what to wear.
This dating thing is a problem. What if Captain Lyric knows who I am? He might think I’m into Dane. Then what if he stops finishing my lyrics on the desk? This date with Dane could ruin the one thing that’s getting me through junior year. It could mean Captain Lyric never confesses he wanted to be a priest until the day he saw me in the hallway, and I never get the chance to assure him his call to celibacy suits me just fine. Because I wouldn’t let that keep us apart.
I’m more like Heather than she knows. Scared shitless and hoping a boy will love me someday even though I’m a mess. And Dane’s probably not looking for love.
Besides considering how mad Heather will be if I find a way to blow Dane off, I’m stuck on what I ought to do about Bodee. If anything.
Mom said it perfectly when she said, “Oh, that poor boy.” People have poor boy–ed him all day today. Rumor is that somebody on the football team even asked him after homeroom if he wanted to eat lunch at their table. And I overheard a teacher say she picked him up for school today. I figure he’s got maybe a week of grace before he goes back to being the Kool-Aid Kid and everyone at school moves on to the next tragedy.
Turned out today was a blue hair day. Fitting, I’d thought, during our conversation this morning. Which made me part of the pity party Rickman High is throwing for him.
I’d said, “Hey.”
He’d said, “Hey.”
Then I’d said, “See you around.”
And he’d said, “Thanks for, uh, you know.”
Then I’d snapped my locker shut and walked away.
Bodee’s like this tall dead tree among a forest of green. Or an evergreen in winter surrounded by oaks. I can hardly ignore him anymore, because he’s like those trees. You notice them first.
After sharing that slab of concrete on Saturday, I’ve started wondering about all the things I don’t know about him. And that’s a long list.
I don’t even know what color his eyes are, since Bodee doesn’t really look at anyone. Green? Blue? Brown, like mine? Funny how people value eyes, when really, their colors are super limited. I doubt anyone would enjoy a new box of crayons if they came only in eye-color shades. And maybe his teeth are jacked up, because on rare occasions when he smiles, his mouth stays shut.
Besides pain, what’s under that mop of Kool-Aid blue?
Across from me I notice the absence of pencil sounds when Heather stops scribbling. She says, “Do you read these lessons ahead of time or something?”


Of course I do, which is why I always finish before she does. I can’t help it; my mom’s a teacher. But I say, “No.” Because I’m not admitting to this level of responsibility.
And because the homework distractions help keep me out of the closet.
The closet is both my curse and my sanctuary. For at least an hour every day, I hide there. Folded and tucked. Arms wrapped around my knees while I will my mind not to live in whacked-out “before and after” mode. Which is hopeless. Because hiding behind my comics, football cards, stuffed animals, or my old copy of Superfudge never really works.
“You thinking about Dane?”
“Can’t stop,” I answer.
The bell rings, and Heather tosses her folder into her overlarge purse. “Yay, lunchtime. Pizza or prepackaged?”
Prepackaged food is generally safer, but my stomach can’t handle a bag of Heather’s favorite white cheddar popcorn. “Pizza.”
“See you in there.” Heather splits while I take the time to straighten my desk. Tomorrow, if the universe hasn’t forsaken me, his handwriting will appear below mine. Then I’ll have fifty-three minutes to escape from reality into his words.
I walk the hallway with my head down and earbuds in and don’t stop until I get to my locker. Too many people drop trays when they try to carry both books and food, so I’d rather unload my stuff and then deal with the long lunch line.
I notice that Bodee’s not at his locker.


Maybe he doesn’t have my lunch period, or maybe he’s already enjoying his new status as the football player’s friend. Then again, if it was my mom who died, I’d be in the bathroom crying off my mascara.
Knowing Bodee’s location is not my job, but somehow the silence we shared on the bench connected us, and I find myself wanting to know if he’s okay.
Or only pretending to be okay.
Bodee is really none of my business. But I did follow him out of the funeral. And as I ask myself why I did, or why I’m thinking about him now, I know the answer.
Because I’m pretending too.
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